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B attle  S tra tegy in  P erelan d ra:  B eow u lf R evisited
D arlen e L ogan
H e r o ic , k in g ly  q u a l i t i e s  a r e  a r c h e ty p a l;  we a r e ,  how­
e v e r , som etim es in c l in e d  t o  a s s o c i a t e  e x c l u s iv e ly  p h y s ic a l  
prow ess w ith  a n c ie n t  h e r o e s  and su p e r io r  i n t e l l e c t u a l  capa­
b i l i t i e s  w ith  th e  m odern. Y et when th e  p o e t  p u t words o f  
p r a is e  fo r  B e o w u lf 's  k in g ly  q u a l i t i e s  i n t o  th e  mouth o f  
H rothgar—
Pu e a r t  m aegenes s tr a n g  ]oond on mode fr o d ,  
w is e  w ord -cw id a . (1 8 4 5 -1 8 4 6 )
— H rothgar conmends B eow ulf f o r  b e in g  b o th  m ighty  in  s t r e n g th  
and w is e  in  mind and sp e e c h . And when C .S . L ew is endows 
Ransom in  P e r e la n d r a  w ith  h e r o ic  q u a l i t i e s  ( th a t  foresh ad ow  
Ransom1s  becom ing th e  Pendragon o f  L ogres in  That H ideous  
S tr e n g th ) , he to o  becom es a  h ero  who com bines th o s e  e le m e n ts  
o f  p h y s ic a l  b ra v ery  w ith  s p i r i t u a l  and i n t e l l e c t u a l  su p e r io r ­
i t y .
W ithout q u e s t io n  B eow ulf had p roven  h im s e lf  t o  b e  a  
s p le n d id  w a r r io r — from  th e  in c id e n t  in  h i s  y o u th  when he  
c h a lle n g e d  and swam w ith  h i s  f r ie n d  B reca  in  th e  open s e a  fo r  
f i v e  n ig h t s  t o  h i s  f e a r l e s s l y  e n te r in g  th e  t e r r i t o r y  o f  
H rothgar w ith  o n ly  a  h an d fu l o f  men a t  h i s  conmand and 
s in g le -h a n d e d ly  com bating G rendel a t  H eorot and G r e n d e l's  
m other in  h er  s e a -w it c h  c a v e . B u t, a s  H rothgar n o te d , a  
p o t e n t ia l  k in g  n eeded  more a t t r ib u t e s  than  p h y s ic a l  s k i l l  in  
b a t t l e  and v a lo r ;  he a l s o  had t o  p o s s e s s  a  c e r t a in  d e x t e r i t y  
w ith  w ords (B eow u lf was rem arkably g l i b  a t  c o u r t:  o n e  need  
o n ly  r e c a l l  h i s  p o ig n a n t  r e sp o n se  t o  U n fe r th 's  v e r b a l  
a t t a c k ) — a r a th e r  n a tu r a l ,  e a s y  d e x t e r i t y  b e c a u se  o f  an in ­
t e l l e c t u a l  and s p i r i t u a l  s u p e r io r i t y .  A r t ic u la t e ,  shrew d, 
g r a c io u s , w ise :  B eow ulf com bined th o s e  a t t r i b u t e s  w ith  h i s
m ighty  s t r e n g th  rem arkably w e l l .
W hile Ransom, a  p h i l o lo g i s t  by p r o f e s s io n ,  seem s, a t  
l e a s t  a t  f i r s t  g la n c e ,  h a rd ly  a  l i k e l y  c a n d id a te  f o r  G e a tish  
p r in ceh o o d , he d o e s , n e v e r t h e le s s ,  embody th o s e  a r c h e ty p a l,  
k in g ly  q u a l i t i e s  w hich  B eow ulf had proven  h im s e lf  t o  p o s s e s s .  
And w h ile  Ransom, w ith  h i s  f i r s t  sh ak ey  s t e p s  on  th e  f l o a t ­
in g  i s la n d s  o f  P e r e la n d r a , w ith  h i s  tw o -to n ed  body (b ro w n ish -  
red  and le p r o u s  w h ite )  th a t  th e  Green Lady c o u ld  n o t h e lp  bu t  
lau gh  a t ,  d is p la y s  l i t t l e  o f  th e  p o is e d  b r i l l i a n c e  w ith  
w hich B eow ulf d a z z le s  f i r s t  th e  D an ish  c o a s t  guard  and th e n  
th e  e n t i r e  D an ish  c o u r t , Ransom d o e s , n o n e th e le s s ,  grow in  
s t a t u r e  through ou t th e  c o u r se  o f  th e  n o v e l t o  e v e n t u a l ly  em­
body a l l  o f  th o s e  q u a l i t i e s  w h ich  B eow ulf a p p ears so  
n a tu r a l ly  t o  p o s s e s s .  That Ransom by th e  v e r y  n a tu r e  o f  h i s  
m iss io n  t o  P ere la n d ra — t o  c o u n te r  th e  Un-m an's a s s a u l t  on  
th e  p l a n e t ' s  new Eve— sh o u ld  b e  an i n t e l l e c t u a l l y  and s p i r i ­
t u a l l y  su p e r io r  p erso n  i s  a c c e p te d  in m e d ia te ly ; b u t th a t  he  
m ight a c t u a l ly  have t o  combat W eston-Satan  i s  l e s s  r e a d i ly  
a p p a ren t. As a  m a tter  o f  f a c t ,  on e o f  th e  suprem e t e s t s  o f  
Ransom was th e  l i t t l e  war th a t  waged w ith in  h im s e lf  in  
f i n a l l y  a d m itt in g  and a c c e p t in g  th e  f a c t  th a t  he w ould have  
t o  f a c e  th e  Un-man in  b a t t l e :
He s a t  s t r a ig h t  u p r ig h t  a g a in , h i s  h ea r t
b e a t in g  w i ld ly  a g a in s t  h i s  s i d e ___ i t  must
b e a  d e c e p t io n , r i s e n  from h i s  own m ind. I t  
s to o d  t o  rea so n  th a t  a  s t r u g g le  w ith  th e  
D e v il  meant a  s p i r i t u a l  s t r u g g l e . . t h e  no­
t io n  o f  p h y s ic a l  combat was o n ly  f i t  f o r  a  
s a v a g e . . . th e  h a b it  o f  im a g in a t iv e  h o n esty  
was to o  d e e p ly  en g ra in ed  in  Ransom t o  l e t  
him to y  f o r  more than  a  seco n d  w ith  th e  p r e ­
t e n c e  th a t  he fe a r e d  b o d ily  s t r i f e  w ith  th e  
Un-man l e s s  than  he fe a r e d  a n y th in g  e l s e .
V iv id  p ic t u r e s  crowded upon h im . . . t h e  d ea d ly  
c o ld  o f  th o s e  h a n d s. . . th e  lo n g  m e t a l l i c  
n a i l s . . .r ip p in g  narrow s t r i p s  o f  f l e s h ,  
p u l l in g  o u t ten d on s (p . 1 4 3 ) .
Thus what B eow ulf th e  h ero  o f  o ld  ta k e s  a s  a  m a tter  o f  
co u r se — t h a t  he w i l l  f i g h t  t o  th e  d ea th  G ren d el, th e  s e a -
w it c h , o r  any f o e  b e  i t  dragon o r  man— Ransom m ust le a r n  t o  
a c c e p t .  But a c c e p t  h e d o e s , and rem arkably  w e l l ,  f o r  th e  
outcom e o f  th e  f i g h t ,  w h ile  b i t t e r  and p a in f u l ,  i s  f a v o r a b le :  
t h e  Un-man i s  d e fe a te d ,  V enus' Green Lady i s  sa v e d  from  
E a r th 's  E v e 's  f a t e ,  and Ransom em erges h e r o ic  in  e v e r y  s e n s e .  
Thus th e  k in g ly  q u a l i t i e s  p r a is e d  in  B eow ulf by H rothgar can  
a l s o  b e  s a id  o f  Ransom.
And y e t  L e w is , in  R ansom 's b a t t l e  w ith  t h e  D e v i l ,  d o e s  
more th a n  s im p ly  have h i s  p r o t a g o n is t  em u la te  th o s e  n o b le  
q u a l i t i e s  w hich  B eow ulf ( in d e e d , any r e a l  h e r o )  p o s s e s s e s .
No, t h e r e  e x i s t s  more than  t h i s  a r c h e ty p a l s i m i l a r i t y  betw een  
B eow ulf and Ransom. I f e e l  t h a t  L ew is h a s d e l i b e r a t e l y  b o r­
rowed from  and e m b e ll is h e d  th o s e  p r e - b a t t l e  and b a t t l e  s c e n e s  
betw een  B eow ulf and th o s e  two o u tc a s t  c r e a tu r e s  th a t  p la g u ed  
H eo ro t. I f e e l  t h a t  th e  v e r y  b a t t l e  s t r a t e g y  o f  P e r e la n d r a  
e c h o e s  much o f  what i s  found in  th e  f i r s t  p a r t  o f  B e o w u lf .
The v i l l a i n s  o f  b o th  w orks— p erh ap s th e y  a r e  a r c h e ty p a l  
to o — a r e  r e f e r r e d  t o  r e p e a te d ly  a s  o u t c a s t s , and much o f  th e  
d e s c r ip t io n  o f  them i s  c o n c e n tr a te d  on th e  power and e v i l -  
d o in g s  o f  t h e i r  c la w - l ik e  hands: G rendel t e a r s  h i s  v ic t im s
a p a r t  and d ev o u rs them w h ile  th e  Un-man t o r t u r e s  h e lp l e s s  
c r e a t u r e s ,  c a tc h in g  them in  h i s  lo n g  hands and r ip p in g  t h e i r  
f l e s h  from  t h e i r  h ead s down t h e i r  b a ck s.
T hat G rendel w i l l  m eet h i s  m atch in  B eow ulf i s  e s ta b ­
l i s h e d ,  f o r  j u s t  a s  G rendel h a s b een  a b le  t o  ta k e  on  t h i r t y  
men in  on e e n c o u n te r , s o  B eow ulf i s  s a id  t o  h ave th e  power 
o f  t h i r t y  in  h i s  s tr o n g  h ands. Ransom, i n i t i a l l y  f e a r f u l  
th a t  he w i l l  b e  outm atched  by dem onic s t r e n g th  ly in g  in  w a it  
in  th e  body o f  W eston, r e a l i z e s  e a r ly  in  th e  f i g h t  th a t  th e  
two b o d ie s  a r e  e v e n ly  m atched . R ather " u n h e r o ic a l ly ,"
L ew is w r i t e s :
On th e  p h y s ic a l  p la n e  i t  was on e m id d le -a g ed  
s c h o la r  a g a in s t  a n o th e r . W eston had b een  th e  
more p o w e r fu lly  b u i l t  o f  th e  two men, b u t he 
w as f a t ;  h i s  body w ould n o t ta k e  punishm ent 
w e l l .  Ransom was n im b ler  and b e t t e r  b r e a th e d .
. . . I t  w as a  f a i r  m atch (p .  1 5 5 ) .
B e fo r e  each  b a t t l e ,  a f t e r  B eow ulf w ould pray  t o  God and 
th e n  le a v e  th e  outcom e o f  th e  b a t t l e  in  H is  h an d s, B eow ulf 
w ould en gen d er w ith in  h im s e lf  a  r ig h te o u s  a n g e r , bad b o lg e n -  
mod. T h is  an ger  seem ed t o  g iv e  him th e  d r iv e ,  th e  d eterm in ­
a t io n ,  t o  combat h i s  enemy w ith  e v e r y  b i t  o f  th e  p h y s ic a l  and 
m en ta l s t r e n g th  he needed  t o  f i g h t  a  good f i g h t .  D uring th e  
b a t t l e  w ith  th e  Un-man Ransom, even  sh o u t in g  a  l i n e  from  
Maldon (b o a s t  w ords, p e r h a p s? ) , e x p e r ie n c e s  t h i s  same k in d  
o f  r ig h te o u s  an ger:
Then an e x p e r ie n c e . . . came o v e r  him— a  to r r e n t  
o f  p e r f e c t l y  unmixed and la w fu l h a tr e d . The 
en erg y  o f  h a t in g , n ev er  b e fo r e  f e l t  w ith o u t  
some g u i l t . . . r o s e  i n t o  h i s  arms and l e g s  t i l l  
h e f e l t  th a t  th e y  w ere p i l l a r s  o f  b u rn in g  
b l o o d . . . . t h i s  f i l l e d  Ransom n o t w ith  h o rror  
b u t w ith  a  k in d  o f  j o y .  The jo y  came from  
f in d in g  a t  l a s t  what h a tr ed  w as made fo r  
(pp . 1 5 6 -1 5 7 ) .
In  th e  a c tu a l  f i g h t  w ith  G ren d el, B eow ulf i s  weapon­
l e s s :  he depends upon h i s  h a n d -s tr e n g th  t o  d e f e a t  th e  enemy
th a t  h as p la g u ed  H r o th g a r 's  c o u r t  f o r  many y e a r s . Ransom, 
t o o ,  m ust f i g h t  w ea p o n less ;  he u s e s  th e  s k i l l s  w h ich  h e  had 
d ev e lo p ed  a s  a  young b o xer  in  p r ep a ra to ry  s c h o o l .  And, l i k e  
B eow u lf, he t r i e s  t o  f l i n g  h im s e lf  upon h i s  enemy and h o ld  
o n to  him t o  th e  d ea th  th a t  h e  f e e l s  h i s  hands m ust a d m in is­
t e r :
H is  hands ta u g h t him t e r r i b l e  t h in g s .  He f e l t  
i t s  r i b s  b rea k , he heard  i t s  jaw -b on e c r a c k .
C o n tin u e d  on  p a g e  21
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l i t e r a t u r e  c o u ld  g i v e .  L ew is foun d  more a d eq u ate  th e  p i c ­
tu r e  o f  someone s tu d y in g  E n g lis h  from  i t s  b e g in n in g s  t o  1 8 3 0 , 
g e t t in g  th e  r e s t  by h im s e l f ,  than  someone s tu d y in g  l i t e r a t u r e  
from  1830 t o  th e  p r e s e n t  and b e in g  ig n o r a n t  o f  th e  b e g in ­
n in g s .  7
T h is  em phasis on th e  im portan ce o f  th e  e a r ly  l i t e r a t u r e s  
o f  E n g lis h  h e lp s  u s  g ra sp  L e w is 's  u n d e r sta n d in g  o f  th e  
p o e t ' s  t a s k  to  w r ite  i n  a  p u b lic ,  c l a s s i c a l ,  and o b j e c t iv e  
fra m e . I t  was t h i s  p o e tr y  t h a t  L ew is was im m ersed i n ,  a  
p o e tr y  o f te n  r e a d  a lo u d  t o  th e  c o u r t  a u d ie n c e s  and g a th e r ­
in g s  in  la r g e  h a l l s  w hich h a rd ly  p e r m itte d  p r iv a t e  im ages  
and e s o t e r i c  m etap h ors. The e a r l i e r  l i t e r a t u r e  n o t o n ly  
em p hasized  b u t f e d  upon s to c k  r e s p o n s e s  t o  c e n t r a l iz e d  con ­
v e n t io n s :  "Once a g a in , th e  o ld  c r i t i c s  were q u ite  r i g h t  when
th e y  s a id  th a t  p o e tr y  ' in s t r u c t e d  by d e l ig h t in g ' . ,  f o r  p o e tr y  
was fo r m e r ly  one o f  th e  c h i e f  means whereby ea ch  new g e n e r a ­
t io n  le a r n e d , n o t  to  cop y , b u t by co p y in g  t o  make, th e  good  
s t o c k  r e s p o n s e s ." 8 L ew is had b een  r e i t e r a t i n g  th e  n e c e s s i t y  
o f  th e  s to c k  r e s p o n s e s ,  an em p hasis c l o s e l y  a l l i e d  t o  h i s  
em p hasis on th e  n a tu r a l  la w . For i t  was th e  n a tu r a l la w , 
f o r  L ew is in g r a in e d  in  human n a tu r e , t h a t  showed a  man what 
he ou gh t t o  d o , n o t  t h a t  he a lw ays d id  what he o u g h t. I t  
was th e  n a tu r a l law  w hich ta u g h t  th e  s to c k  r e s p o n s e s  through  
th e  h e lp  o f  p o e tr y , a  c o n v e n t io n a l iz e d  s o c i e t y ,  and a  cosm ic  
m odel w hich to o k  a cco u n t o f  th e  n a tu r a l la w . Now p o e tr y  had 
chan ged , s o c i e t y ' s  c o n v e n t io n s  were no lo n g e r  e x p l i c i t l y  
u n d erg ird ed  by r e l i g i o u s  f o r c e s  or th e  n a tu r a l la w , and th e  
m odel o f  th e  u n iv e r se  was p h y s ic a l  and p h y s io lo g ic a l  in  
em p hasis r a th e r  than m e ta p h y s ic a l.
I  th in k  t h a t  th e  d i f f e r e n c e  betw een  t h e s e  two w orld s  
can be a d e q u a te ly  fo c u s e d  f o r  u s  in  some p o e t i c  b a n te r  b e ­
tw een  K in g s le y  Amis and le w is  on B e o w u lf. A f te r  q u o tin g  
T o lk ie n ’s  l i n e ,  "There i s  n o t  much p o e tr y  in  th e  w orld  l i k e  
t h i s ,"  Mr. Amis b e g in s :
S o , bored  w ith  d ra g o n s, he la y  down t o  s l e e p ,
L ocking f o r  th e  l a s t  tim e h i s  hoard o f  words 
(T h o r k e lin ’ s  t r a n s c r ip t  B ) , f o r g e t t i n g  now 
The hope o f  h e a th e n s , muddled th o u g h ts  on f a t e .
C o u n c ils  would have t o  g e t  a lo n g  w ith o u t him;
The p e e r le s s  p r in c e  had tak en  h i s  l a s t  b r ib e  
(Z u p ltz a 's  r e a d in g ) ; u s e l e s s  now th e  b y rn ie  
Hard and h a n d -lo ck ed , f i t  f o r  a  b a s e b a l l  c a tc h e r .
C on sid er now what t h i s  k in g  had n o t  done:
Never was human, n ev er  la y  w ith  women 
(Weak c o n ju g a t io n ) ,  n ev er  saw q u ite  s t r a ig h t  
C h ild ren  o f  men or  th e  b r ig h t  bow l o f  h eaven .
Someone h as t o ld  u s  t h i s  man was a  h ero .
But what have we t o  le a r n  in  f o l lo w in g
H is t e d io u s  jo u rn ey  t o  h i s  a n c e s to r s
(An in s ta n c e  o f  Old E n g lis h  h a rk in g -b a ck )? 9
Through h i s  j e s t i n g ,  Mr. Amis i s  p o s in g  some im p ortan t q u es­
t i o n s  and judgm ents. H is q u e s t io n s  are  th o s e  a  modern would  
a sk  an a n c ie n t .  I f  Mr. Amis was an a n c ie n t  or  i f  he was 
sy m p a th e tic  to  th e  i n t e r e s t s  and th e  c o n cern s o f  B eow ulf and 
th e  a n c ie n t  l i t e r a t u r e s ,  he would p rob ab ly  p ose  d i f f e r e n t  
q u e s t io n s .  Mr. Amis f i r s t  ju d g es  B eow ulf inhuman and th u s in  
some se n se  in a d eq u a te  b eca u se  se x u a l r e l a t i o n s  were n o t  cen ­
t r a l  to  him, a s  th e y  seem to  u s  m oderns. He a l s o  a sk s  what 
im portance m ight th e r e  l i e  in  s tu d y in g  th e  o ld  l i t e r a t u r e s ,  
in  jo u r n e y in g  back t o  B eow ulf and h i s  a n c e s to r s .  The secon d  
q u e s t io n  L ew is sp e n t  a  l i f e t i m e  a n sw e rin g . The f i r s t  Lew is 
resp ond ed  to  w ith  t h i s  d ou b le  c o u p le t :
Why i s  to  f i g h t  ( i f  such  our f a t e )
L ess 'human' than  t o  c o p u la te ,
When Gib th e  c a t ,  I ' l l  ta k e  my o a th ,
Wins h ig h e r  marks than  you  f o r  both?
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BATTLE STRATEGY continued from page 19
The w h o le  c r e a tu r e  seem ed t o  b e  c r a c k in g  and 
s p l i t t i n g  under h i s  b low s (p . 1 5 6 ) .
But j u s t  a s  w ith  G ren d el, W eston r e t r e a t s .  B eo w u lf, how ever, 
had s e v e r e d  G r e n d e l's  arm from  h i s  body, and th e  enemy o f  
th e  D an ish  p e o p le  ran  away t o  d i e .  W ith th e  l a t e r  a t ta c k  by 
th e  m o n s te r 's  m oth er, B eow ulf r e a l i z e s  t h a t  h e  m ust f a c e  
a n o th er  enemy, and h e m eets h er  in  h er  s e a -c a v e .  Tb do b a t­
t l e  w ith  h e r , B eow ulf m ust p lu n g e  in t o  th e  w a te r , f a c in g  
b o th  h er  and o th e r  se a -e n e m ie s  a lo n g  h i s  d e sc e n d in g  jo u r n e y .  
So to o  m ust Ransom make t h i s  s e a  jo u r n e y  and d esc en d  i n t o  a  
k in d  o f  h e l l  in  o rd er  t o  c o m p le te ly  r id  P e r e la n d r a  o f  th e  
d e v i l i s h  sc o u r g e . In p a r t  o f  th e  f l i g h t  w ith  th e  s e a -w it c h ,  
B eow ulf i s  s t r a d d le d  by h er  and sh e  a tte m p ts  t o  k i l l  him  
w ith  h er  d a g g er . In  P e r e la n d r a  i t  i s  Ransom who i s  a c t u a l ly  
a s t r id e  h i s  en em y's c h e s t ,  sq u e e z in g  i t s  th r o a t  w ith  b o th  
h ands. And when th e  en em ies a r e  k i l l e d ,  b o th  h e r o e s  a d d r e ss  
th e m se lv e s  t o  a  k in d  o f  h ea d -b o o ty : B eow ulf s e v e r s  G r e n d e l's
head from  h i s  body t o  ta k e  i t  t o  H eorot; Ransom, t o  a ss u r e  
h im s e lf  t h a t  S a tan  in  th e  body o f  W eston i s  t r u ly  dead , 
h u r ls  a  s t o n e  a s  hard a s  h e can  i n t o  th e  Un-m an's f a c e ,  
sm ashing i t  beyond a l l  r e c o g n it io n ,  le a v in g  i t  w ith  h a rd ly  
a n y th in g  th a t  c o u ld  b e  c a l l e d  a  h ead . B oth  h e r o e s  th e n  have  
fa c e d  and d e fe a te d  a lm o st overw helm ing en e m ie s , b o th  emerg­
in g  v i c t o r io u s  t o  become k in g s  in  t h e i r  own r ig h t — a p p ro p ri­
a t e  exam p les o f  th o s e  h e r o e s  w hich  b le n d  p h y s ic a l  s t r e n g th  
w ith  wisdom.
